Early and long-term neuroendocrine effects of prenatal stress in male and female rats.
The effects of maternal stress, termed prenatal stress (PNS) on the neuroendocrine regulation of reproduction and the stress reactivity of offspring were studied in rats. PNS prevented the formation of sexual dimorphism in catecholamine levels, aromatase activity, and androgen 5alpha-reductase activity in the preoptic area of the brain and the mediobasal hypothalamus in 10-day-old rats. The morphological correlate of the functional lesions induced by PNS consisted of the elimination of gender-related differences in the volumes of neuron nuclei in the suprachiasmatic nucleus. Prenatal stress altered the stress and adrenergic reactivities of the hypothalamo-hypophyseal-adrenal system in mature males and females. The long-term effects of PNS were regarded as a consequence of the disruption of the hormone-neurotransmitter imprinting of the neuroendocrine system.